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Individual Differences in Comprehension of Multiple Episode Stories 

' ' . ' A-' 

Narrative text; has recently bee'n_ described in terms of how people com- 
prehend and represent goals'. Hierarchically-related goal-subgoal structures 
have been posited to ujraerlie narrative events (cf .-lichtenstein '& Brewer,, 
1980; Graesser , •197,8"; Rumelhart, 1977) and there has been moderate support^ 
for the hypothesis that people use a goal schema to comprehend and repre- 
sent narrative information. For .example, Lichtenste.in a'nd Brewer ( 1980jT ' 
have shown that" actions related to goal accomplishment a\e better recalled 

than' non goal-relate'd actions. In addition, Grae'sser (Graesser, 1978^ 

• / • I 

Graesser, Robertson, Lovelace, & Swinehart, 1980; Graesser, Robertson, & 

Anderson, 1981) has shown that' recall of actions in narratives is greater 

the further up they are in the goal-subgoal hierarchy. 

The present study^address^s simi lar' issues of hpw people- comprehend 

and recall goals and goal-elated actions. We examined children's recall 

arid representation of ^€orieV differing in terms of their goal structure. 

we constructed two types of story structures, eacfPcontaining three Episodes 

that are well -formed in terrfis of a Stein arid Glenn "(1979) story grammar. \ 

In the Embedded structure, the gfcals of the three episodes are; nested in 

\ * 

eac* other in a subgpal or in-order -to type of relationship. In other 
words; to meet She goal, subgoals are generated, these subgoals represent 
the xp/nponents of the larger solution. Subgoals must be met before their * 
..higher order goal .c^n be TOt. This embedding relationship- is shown 'in ( 
figure 1. . In the embedded* stories, an Initiating Event and Internal 
Response teacMo tHe formation of. the highest order story goal. This' is 
immediately followed by. a second -Initiating Event and Internal Response 
leading to the formation of Subgoa^ 1. ; This sifbgoal is .then followed by 
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the events that lead^tcythe formation of Subgoal 2, The^secgiid suSgoal is , 
accomplished in the Attempt-Consequence sequence. This allows the 
J Attempt-Consequence of Subgoal 1. "The accomplishment of Subgffal 1, allows 
the Attempt and accomplishment of the highest Qr'der goal of, the stb^y. In - 
the Sequential structure, on the other h&hd, the goals are lineterly orga- 
nized. This relationship is also 'shown, in figure!; The accomplishment of' 
each goal is relatively independent of* the .accompl ishment of the following, 
goal. Note, however, that the accomp 3 ! ishment of. the goals of episode 1 and 
2 sets up conditions that enable the next episode to occur. Although the 
relationship among the goals differs for the two types of '-structures, the ' 

stories were written in a way that maintains semantic equivalency of the 

♦ * -j ' * 

story category information. This semantic equivalence among the' goals of 

t 

our stories is shown at the bottom of figure 1. • ■ < 



Insert figure. 1 about her^e ' 
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m We hypothesized several jtge^and ski lf-related differences in compre-' 
hensipn of the 'two types of gofeVtstructures. Based on. their*exposure to' 
varied and more complex social a!nd problem solving situations, 'we hypothe- 
sized.that older children are rjfore likely to access a more highly developed' 
goal structure schema to guide comprehension. We 'also expected some -skill- 
related differences. Ijt has been positedTthat more ski He'd comprehenders 
have and/or use prior knowledge to a greater extent .than 'their less skilled 
peers (Cromer, 1970; Grabe', 1979,). Ttjus, we hypothesized thrat#our rela- 
tiVely more skilled subjects .would be better* able to us*£ their general 
knowledge about goal structures than our' le'ss skilled subjects. Further- 
more, we hypothesized that our age-, and sk 11 1 -related difference* would be- 
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greater following listening to as oppesed to reading the stories. Listening 
is an experimenter-paped task and doesn't allow for reinspection of the * 
text as reading does (Black, 'Schwartz,. & Lehnert, 1981; Goldman & Varnhagen, 
under review h As a result, listening may require more efficient schema 
operation to aid in encoding and comprehension. If youager and-JesS skilled 
children- are -less efficient schema users, then the processing dema'nds 
'involved in the listening task might Je expected to affect comprehension. 

In order- to investigate these hypotheses, third and fifth ^grade 
children of average and below average reading, skill listened tp or read- one 
story of each type of goal structure. Thirty two third and -52 fifth grade 
children participated in the 'study. Chi ldren' were classified into* skill 
groups based on their District reading scores.** Eight of the thijrd graders * 
and 28 of the fifth graders were characterized as reading one to two* years 

^be low their grade level. Th§se children comprised our Less Skilled groups. 
The remaining children scored at grade level on the District reading tests 
and comprised our Average groups. Because of their extreme difficulties in 
decoding, all of thfe Less Skilled thir% graders listened to the stories. 
Approximately half of the children in the remaining "groups* listened to and 
half read, the each of the two story types. Following listening ,to or. 
reading each story, tfie children recalled t'he story and answered "Why?" 
questions about the 'goal 'and attempt-consequence for each of the episodes . 

•Our analysis of ^these* recall measures was somewhat disheartening. We 
found no support .for our 'hypothesis of listening vs reading differences in- 
our recall analyses. W^were also unable to. distinguish ^ny story struc- > 
ture differences in recall.. We did find evidence of both listening-reading, 

* and -story structure differences in our "Why?'i question analyses, However. 
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The recall-data did show age- and skill-related differences: -Average 
fifth grade children did have greater 'overall reproductive recall of the 
stories. They recalled approximately 44^ of the presented propositions. 

I 

Both of the Less" Skilled groups and the Average third graders had com- " 

parable recall, approximately 30-33% of the presented propositions. 

u - * * 

However, there were no differences among the groups in terms" of any addi- 

tions to the 'presented story information. These results indicate a certain 

amount of consistency among the recall protocols' of Less Skilled older ' 

" • ■ i . ' ' ' • " * ' 

children and younger, same reading level children. Thus,- it seems that age 

and skill differences are close'ly related to reading level. ' - 

While our recall analyses failed to show 'the effe'cts of structure, the 
children's responses' to the "Why?" quest ions. were -sensitive to' .these dif- 
ferences in some interesting ways. We used the 4 children's responses to 'the 

"Why?" 'questions to infer their representations for the stories. Responses 

\ ' " > • v 

were scored in terms of connections between story events. > 

V * 

We found essentially four types "of relations among the story events. 
These ^are shoWn.in figure 2: (1) Leads-to links in' which- the children- 
indicated that oge- story evefit sets' up the necessary conditions for sue-, 
cessite events- For Example, rhany^hTldrert -indicated that spme initiating 15 
event or internal response leads to -or sjt's up the conditions for the goal 
to.be expressed. 4 (2) In-order-to^ links in which* one goal must be 
accomplished in order for another* go air to be accomplished. For example, 
Subgoal 1 in the embedded stories must be* accomplished before the^Gqal can 
be accomplished., (3) Accomplish and Enable links in which an action eTtk^er 
directly or inrf4rect1y accomplishes .the goal. For example, the attempt of* 
an episode accomplishes. the g0al erf that eftisoSe./ (4) Remove links in 
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which an action, through accomplishing the goal, removes the conditions 
that originally led to goal formation. .For example, the attempt-copseqyence 
removes the Initiating Event or emotion that led to the initial 'goal fpr- 
mation. The type and strength of these links, both within/and across' ep^i- 
sodes allowed us to distinguish the ways in which the children represented 
the" stories. . ' • • 



Insert figure 2 about here, t 
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ATI children responded similarly to the "Why?" questions for the 
embedded stories. All children djd not, however*- respond similarly for* the 
sequential stories! ' «• it > 

The embedded story representation is shown in figure 2. # This is a * 
combined representation for all children. We see that the children u s - 

4 * * 

representation closely. reflects our hypothesized embedded structure for the 
stories. Thus, it seents' that all children recognized 'and bsed the 

t 

underlying embedded' structure to represent the* embedded .episodes . Indeed,' 

this schema seems Xo be so strong that ^attempt rcoasequence events were ihuch ' 

more likely to be stated as accomplishing the 'next higher, order goal ift the 

story#than their own wi thin-episode subgoal: Nine percent, of the children'- 

* * * **- 

responded' that the Attempt-Consequence to Subgoal 2'accomplishes Subgoal 2 

but 60# responded across episodes; they also were more likely to associate 

the Attempt-Consequence to Subgoal 'l with accomplishing the highest-order 

. ■ ' * • - * 

goal. • • 

/ - ,« 

The embedded representation 'is also reflected in the in-order -to links 

(, . >" 

between the goal and sqbgoals. - Subgoal 2 is explained as necessaV^Jfor 
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* * ^ * * 

Subgoal 1 iru58% of the cases,, 'Similarly, Subgoal 1 ,is explained bV the 
Goal in 65£ of the cases* The Goal, being/the' highest-orc^er goal, 1 is 
generally explained by conditions set up- by the Initiating Event >or 
Internal Response leading 'to tjoal formation* 

.Our hypothesized gaaT stri/cture for the sequential text ha§ -only . < 

loosely Connected episodes. We thus expected fewer cross-episode links. 

-, ' ^ ' ■ . 

.And, in general, the sequential story representations do contain fewer 
» # \ 

cross-episode links, than the embedded story representations. However, the 
sequential representations take on three different forms and within them 
there i\ a significant degree' of difference in how the episodes are related. 
f First consider the representations of. the Average fifth graders y/ho 
re&d the stories. This representation is ; found in figure 3. For these 
'children, the sequential stories consist of three unconnected' episodes . 
fhere are no crtfss-episode links. This/representation most €>early 
-resembles our hypothesized goal structure of the sequential ^stories , In 
addition, f it closely resembles the way adults- represent these sequential 
stories (cf. Goldman & Varnhagen, 1981). 



Insert figure 3 about here 
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Ir\ contrast, after listening' Average fifth gftaders did not represent the 
sequential stpries as completely separated episodes. Their representation, 
shown in figure 4, reveals that they tegded'to connect the second and third 
episodes- through weak in-order-to and enable lir^fc Thus, is appears|that 



following the listening task, some of the Average fifth graders transformed 
the goal for th^second episode into a subgoal for the goal' of the third, 
episode. ' % . - , 

- .. . ■ b . ■ ., 

' t * 4 
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Insert figure 4 about here 
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This tendency to connect the sequential .'story episodes' such that the 
separated goa'ls become subgoals for subsequent episodes is even stronger 
for the younger -and less skilled readers whether they, listened or read. ' 
Both of^ie.Less Skilled groups and. the -Average thir^ graders produced 
similar representations. Their combined representation is shown in figure 
5. .Notice* the cross-episode in-order-to and eftable links- connecting all . 
three episodes. These children's representation of the sequential stories 
closely resembles their representation of tfie embedded stories although 
'there is some attenuation in the extent of episode' linkage. Although in 
our hypothesized goal structure of the sequential stories, the goal of one' 
episode does not serve as a subgoal to the'goal of a subsequent episode, 
these children represent it as such. Similarly, the children tend to see * 
the attempt-consequence of ojie episode as enabling, the subsequent # goal . 
Thus, the younger and - less skilled, children seem to be forcing the sequen- 
tial stories into a representation that better fits the goal structure- for 
the embedded stories. This is true for.both the experimenter -paced 
listening task and the self -paced reading task. 



Insert figure 5 *bout here 
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Our embedded-goals schema closely resembles a g^peral problem solving 

i * 

schema by which x a task is accomplished through completing multiple sub- 
tasks. Children develop a general problem solving schema. very early and 
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- are presented with many opportunities to use it at school. This majj- - 

explain why the embedded > schema seems, to predominate, oVer the sequential 

schema such that it is often over-extended. Thus, the younger and less < 

skilled children appeared to force sequential stories into embedded stories 

in their representations. In addition; the Average fifth graders, when 

fac^d with an experimenter -paced listening task of some complexity-, 

, apparently fell back on their embedded schema to represent t)ie stories in 

memory. When the processing -demands are not so great, as in the self-p^ced 

reading task, the older children seemed better- able to use' a less accessible 

• < 

sequential schema to represent the sequential story information. 

In order to examine the degree of consistency between recall and 
^answers to the "Why?* 1 questions, we analyzed reproductive recall according 
to, story 'category and episo^. In a previous study (Goldman & Varnhagen, 
1^81), we found a high degree of correspondence between recall and repre T / 
sentation with. adult subjects. In the present study, ^the relationship be- 

tween reproductive recall and story representation was inconsistent across 

■* * ■ 

episodes* and type of story stricture. In addition, none of the* relation- 

* . <- 

' snips were as strong as we had ^predicted from our a<Jult findings (Goldman & 
Varnhagen, 1981). t This lack of clear consistency between recall pr^edic- 



tions and Children's representations may have to do with what information 

children think is important to include in their recall. Assuming that 

others have a common representation of the story, children may neglect to 

mention what they feel is obvious or redundant information . Several of our 

» # . * 

studies have supported this nation (e.g.*,. GoWman & Varnhagen, under 
rev iew;^ Goldman & Varnhagen, 1981),. This points out a need to more closely 
investigate the relationship between children's recall and their represen- 
tations* in order^tp- discover the nature . of children's production rutes and 



( 



-\ 1 ' ' ' 

Multiple Episode Comprehension 

10 

how they use them in their recall. 

In conclusion,, we would like to emphasize that younger and less skilled 
readers tend to use and overuse a very powerful embedded-goal" schema to 
represented comprehend the stories they are exposed to. Older. .andf more 
skilled readers', on the" 1 other "hand, appear to be' somewhat more* flexible. in , 
'their schema utilization and tend to represent -stories*-™ a way that more 
closely resembles, the goal structure of\the text. Finally, all children, 
regardless of their 'age and skill, seem to assume tHat other people share a 
common story representation. As a re"sult, ^they often delete' obvious and/or 
redundant information from their recall. v ^ 



4 



- ' 1 



' / * Multiple Episode. Comprehension 



> . • * " , : -.11 

^ v • ■ References , ' - 



Black, J. B., Shwarjtz, S'. J*, &,Xen"nert, W. G: Interestirigness and memory 

* • for stories'. 'In Proceeding^ of the, third annual' conference of .the 

•• ^pgn-itive Science Society , Berkeley/ CA: , August 19-21, 1981.. 

Qromer, W. The difference model: A n§v< .explanation for some reading djif- 

. '• \ 

fioulties. Journal of. Educational Psychology ,- 1970. 61. 47.1-483,..' ' 
• '• 1 ~' ' ' , '" » 

Goldman, S. R., & Varnhageh, C. K.H *Comprehension of multi-episods storied ' 

» v ; ■ ': 

Memory for embedded .versus sequential .episodes . Paper presented at ' > 
the Psychonomics /Society, Philadelphia, PA, November 1981,, . ' ■ * • 

Goldman, S. R.,'& Varnhagen, C "K. Comprehension of stories with^No Obstacle 
*' -and Obstacle endings. Chi Id Development , under review. ' i ^ 

Grabe, M. Readen imposed" structure and prose retention. Contemporary 

Educational Psychology , 1979, 4, # 162-171. . ^/ 

» < f~ , ■ * ^ 

Graessei*, A./C. How to catch -a frsh: The memory and representation of • 
commoifpjsocedures. Discourse Processes , 1978, 1, 72-89". • -f 

' : . * * 

Graesser, A. C, Robertson, S: P., & Anderson-, R. A. Incorporating 
< ' ; • . , A 

inferences iii narrative representations-: A.s^udy, of how and why. 

r ' Cognitive Psycho log/ , 1981, 13, 1-26. 

Graesse/, „A, C, Robertson, S.,P., Love lade, k E. R., & SwinehVt, D. M. 
-^/Answers to Wjy-questrons expose the .organization of story plot and 
jr predict recall of actions. Journal of VferJ&tfl Learning and Verbal 

* Behavior , 1980, 19\ 110-119/ S 
Lichfeenstein, E. H., &' Brewer, W;'F„ Memory for goal -directed events. 

Cognitive Psychology , 1980, ,12, 412-4?5. • P v 




•4 ^ 

„ » ■>/■ ' , Multiple Episode Comprehension 

• .. - *• 12 

Rumelhart,* D. E. Understanding and summarizing brief stories. In D. x 
UBerge & S.J^. Samuels (Eds.) , ' Basic processes in reading : Percep - 
tion and comprehension . Hillsdale, NJ: Erlba'um, 1977. 
Stein, N. L., & Glenn," C...-G. An' analysis > of story comprehension in.elemen- 

. tary school children. In R. 0. Freedle (Ed.), Advances in discourse v 
/*""" * \ 

processes , Vol. 2: New directions in discourse processing . Norwo'pd, 

- NJ: Ablex, 1979. * . . * j, 



K m 



/ 



13 . > 



Figure Captions 



Multiple- Epf&ode Comprehension 

; • 13 



\ 



•igure 1. v Str 



> 



4 



Figure 1. ^-Structural representations for the stories. 
Figure -2. Representation for Embedded storied produced by all children. 
Combined across Listening* and Reading.' 

/ v 

Figure '3. Representation for Sequential stories produced b^the Average 
/ fifth graders. , Reading. * ■ f -L 

Figure 4. Representation for Sequential stories prbduced by the Average 
^ fifth graders, Listening. • * 

Figure 5. Representation for Sequential stories' produced by the Less 

Skilled third and fifth graders and the A^rage* third graders. 
Combined across Listening and Reading. \ | 
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